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* % ecology a n d environment , inc. 
^ ^ 111 WEST JACKSON BLVD., CHICAGO, ILLINOIS 60604, TEL. 312-663-9415 

International Specialists in the Environment 

PRELIMINARY ASSESSMENT 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

TO: Alan Altur, U.S. EPA 

FROM: Mark Wheeler, FIT L { . \ ) . 

DATE: September 30, 1991 

SUBJECT: Cosden Oil & Chem Co Site, Calumet City, Illinois 

ILD091766410/F05-9104-012/FIL0266PA 

The Cosden Oil 5i Chem Co site (Cosden) is an active chemical 

manufacturing facility located in Calumet City, Cook County, Illinois. 

The site is situated in the area known as lA2nd and Paxton Avenue and 

is approximately 10 acres in size. 

The Cosden site is owned by Cosden Oil and Chemical Company, a 

division of America Petrofina, Inc. The company produces polystyrene, 

high impact polystryrene, styrene-acrylonitrile polymers, and acryloni-

trile-butadiene-styrene polymers at the site. Between 1970 and 1980 

process wastewater at the site was released to a pretreatment system 

consisting of two unlined ponds. The ponds acted as settling basins for 

sludges suspended in the wastewater. After this pretreatment, waste­

water was released to the Metropolitan Sanitary District of Chicago 

(MSD). In approximately 1969, a permit was obtained by the company from 

MSD to discharge process wastewater to the sanitary sewer system. 

In approximately 1980 the unlined ponds were excavated and replaced 

with concrete basins that were constructed at the site. Approximately 

400,000 pounds of sludge was removed from the ponds and disposed of 

off-site. The nature and extent of this clean-up operation is not 

known; however, file information indicates that soil borings were not 

recvc'ed paper 



made to determine whether surrounding soils had been contaminated by 

leaching from the ponds. On September 16, 1980, analysis of sludge 

samples from the unlined ponds, collected by the company and submitted 

to a private lab, revealed chromium (0.83 mg/kg), zinc (12.24 mg/kg), 

lead (3.97 mg/kg), copper (0.1 mg/kg), and nickel (0.1 mg/kg). Sus­

pected leaching from the unlined ponds and past spills of styrene 

polymer at the site prompted Cosden Oil and Chemical Company to file a 

Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, and Liability Act 

(CERCLA) 103(c) notification in June 1981. The extent of past spills at 

the site is not known. 

Prior to 1984 the site operated under a Resource Conservation and 

Recovery Act (RCRA) Interim Status Part A Application as a hazardous 

waste storage facility. Polymerized styrene liquid wastes and sludges 

are currently stored in drums kept in an on-site drum storage area for 

periods less than 90 days and are then shipped off-site. The drum 

storage area is located on a concrete pad with a sump to contain spills. 

The site still maintains a RCRA permit as a generator of hazardous 

wastes. 

The Cosden site also held several Illinois Environmental Protection 

Agency (lEPA) air permits until 1985, when these permits were withdrawn 

by the company. File information indicates that the site was in com­

pliance with the permits for several years but the nature of the permits 

and reason for termination are not known. 

A nonsampling site inspection was performed at the site by Ecology 

and Environment, Inc., Field Investigation Team (FIT) on June 24, 1985. 

FIT confirmed the location of the concrete storage basins during this 

inspection and obtained information concerning site history and on-site 

practices. An off-site reconnaissance of the site conducted by FIT on 

June 11, 1991, confirmed the location of the new concrete basins but 

could not determine the presence of wastewaters in the basins. At this 

time FIT did not observe a release of hazardous substances to surface 

waters or to the air and did not detect any odors. 

Potential impacts to surface waters in the area of the site are 

limited to the Little Calumet River, which is adjacent to the north 

border of the Cosden site. The river is used for fishing and there are 

approximately 6 miles of wetlands located along the river, within 15 



miles downstream of the site. Also, a wetland area located approxi­

mately 1/2 mile downstream of the site extends into a forest preserve 

known as Beaubrien Woods. Surface water runoff at the site is collected 

by the site's storm drainage system and released to the Little Calumet 

River. It is possible that surficial contamination potentially present 

in the soils near the former unlined settling ponds or in areas of past 

spills could enter this drainage system and flow into the Little Calumet 

River. 

Groundwater in the area of the site is located 20 to 40 feet 

beneath the ground surface in glacial drift deposits. The nearest 

residential well is located approximately 1 1/2 miles southeast of the 

site and draws groundwater from a depth of approximately 45 feet. The 

majority of the population within a 4-mile radius of the site acquires 

drinking water from the city of Chicago's Lake Michigan surface water 

filtration systems. Because of the shallow depth to groundwater in the 

area and the past existence of unlined settling ponds at the site, it is 

possible that contaminants could migrate to groundwater beneath the 

site. 

No residences, schools or day-care centers were observed within 200 

feet of the site. Also, no odors or release of hazardous substances to 

the air have been directly observed by FIT, nor does file information 

indicate past air problems. 
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COSDEN OIL AND CHEMICAL CO. 
Calumet City, Illinois 

ILDO91766MO 

Cosden Oil and Chemical Company, a Division of American Petrofina, 
manufactures polystyrene, styrene-acrylonitrile (SAN), and acrylonitrile-
butadiene-styrene (A3S) at its Calumet City facility. This facility also 
houses a polyethylene emulsion plant which Cosden once operated, but is 
now operated by the Rohn and Haas Company of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, 
No wastes have been disposed of at this site; however, process wastewater 
generated at the plant was once discharged to a pretreatment system which 
included unlined ponds. Possible leaching from these ponds and the 
occurrence of past spills of raw materials and wastes were the main reasons 
why the facility filed a Notification of Hazardous Waste Site form (Spills 
have indeed occurred at the site, as 5i200 gallons of styrene polymer 
were reported spilled on June 13, 1970. The clean-up of the spill was 
descri'oed in the files, and seemed to be adequate to remove any possibly 
contar-inated soil.). 

Raw materials used at the plant for the production of polystyrene include 
a styrene monomer, butadiene rubber, and water, while ethylene, alcohol, 
caustic, emulsifiers, water and a catalyst are required in the production 
of the polyethylene emulsion. These materials are stored on-site until 
they are needed. Furthermore, acrylonitrile has occasionally been stored 
at the plant to be used in the production of ABS and SAN. Production of 
these two plastics began in early 1980, and only takes place when a request 
is made by a customer. No acrylonitrile has been used at the facility 
since Harch 19SI. 

Until recently, production at the plant involved the use of batch-type 
equipment. Hazardous wastes generated during the operation of the facility 
include polymerized styrene ( a solid which is hazardous due to flammability) 
and a styrene monomer, inhibited acrylonitrile (also a solid hazardous due 
to flammability). The acrylonitrile waste is only generated during the 
production of ABS and SAN, and thus, has not been produced at the plant 
since l98l. Today, the polymerized styrene waste is stored.in drums and 
eventually transported to a landfill for disposal. 

During the early years of operation, process wastewater from the plant 
and centrifuge effluent from the dryer dust collection system were released 
to a pretreatment system before being discharged to the Metropolitan 
Sanitary District. This system included unlined ponds which were eventually 
replaced with concrete lined basins in 1979. Prior to installation of 
these basins» sludge which had accumulated in the ponds were removed and 
transported to off-site disposal facilities. However, no soil borings 
were made to determine if the surrounding soil had been contaminated due 
to leaching from these ponds. The new basins cover roughly two-thirds 
of fee area of the original ponds; the remaining excavated area was back­
filled to bring this area back to grade level. 



As previously mentioned,a concern for past spills and leaching from 
unlined ponds in the wastewater pretreatment system led Cosden Oil and 
Chemical to submit a CERCLA I03c Notification. However, in reviewing 
the files at lEPA and speaking with the plant engineer at Cosden, attempts 
have been made by the company to remove contaminated soil which resulted 
from spills and leaching. Furthermore, the facility does b.ave several 
air permits, and has been in general compliance with these permits for 
several years. Because of this general compliance, and the clean-up 
activities which have taken place at the site in response to possible 
contamination, I would suggest that this facility be given low priority. 


